Week 8 / lesson 1
Text: What place is this?

  Around this time, I was teaching a course called ' Philosophy and Shakespeare', but which was devoted almost entirely to King Lear. It took my students by surprise that I force-marched them through every line before we came to themes and philosophical arguments. I even made them learn the big speeches by heart, as if they were in high school. In retrospect, I taught the course as if I was in the grip of some large fury, at their shallowness and insubstan​tiality, as well as my own. I thought: Once in your lives, you're going to be shown something that leaves you speech​less, something that makes you respect the word as if it were holy. We are going to take these scenes to pieces and at the end of it, you still won't know how it was done. I wanted something very badly from that experience. I would call it redemption, except that I don't believe redemption is possible. 


Paragraph 1

= The author’s experience of teaching ‘King Lear’ as part of a Philosophy course.

Vocab:

Force-marched  = far marciare (obbligarli di seguire)

By heart = a memoria

In the grip of  = in preda a

Shallowness = superficialita’

Holy = sacro

Questions: What is the author’s attitude…..
a) towards teaching Shakepeare?
b) towards his students?

We would get to Act IV where the mad king, asleep in Cordelia's tent under the surgeon's care, slowly wakes to the sight of his daughter and his trusted Kent. There is nothing in literature, I would say, which describes more accurately the complex processes implicit in the apparently simple act of recognising a human face. The waking king whispers:

Paragraph 2

= The author refers to a specific extract from the play.

Vocab:

Would get to = (here not conditional but a habitual past) 

Surgeon = doctor

Original extract:

Pray, do not mock me:

I am a very foolish fond old man,

Fourscore and upward, not an hour more or less;

To deal plainly,

I fear I am not in my perfect mind.

Methinks I should know you and know this man;

Yet I am doubtful: for I am mainly ignorant

What place this is, and all the skill I have

Remembers not these garments; nor I know not

Where I did lodge last night. Do not laugh at me;

For, as I am a man, I think this lady to be my child … *

‘Translated’ into modern English:

Please, do not laugh at me

I am a very confused old man

Older than 80

To tell the truth

I fear I am not completely sane

I believe I should recognize you and this man

Yet I have my doubts since I do not know

Where I am, and despite my efforts 

I don’t remember these clothes, nor do I know

Where I stayed last night.   Do not laugh at me

If I say I am sure that this lady is my child.

Question:  Explain what is happening to Lear
People kept asking me: does she recognise you? As if recognition is simple, binary, yes or no. actually, she was simultaneously aware that she should recognise me and yet sometimes unable to do so. This shows, I would tell my undergraduates, that the visual cortex relays messages which the processing centres are unable to recognise. Vision and recognition must be distinct capacities, as are thinking and knowing.

Paragraph 3

= The author refers to his mother’s memory loss

Kept asking me= mi chiedevano sempre

Undergraduates = university students

Relays = manda

Question:   Explain the reference to the difference between thinking and knowing / vision and recognition
By this stage, I was all in pieces inside her; name, face, texture of skin, shape of my eyes, all tumbling over and over in the darkness of her mind. Upon occasion, she could catch a piece  of the broken mirror and hold it long enough to know who I was. Then that shard would slip loose and sink back into the shadows and she wouldn’t give a flicker of recognition.

Paragraph 4

=The author uses a metaphor to describe his mother’s behaviour

By this stage = In questa fase

All tumbling over and over = che si mescolavano

Shard = pezzo (di vetro) 

Would slip loose and sink back into the shadows = cadeva nell’ombra

Flicker = segno

Question:  The shard of glass is a metaphor for what?

Sometimes she looked sly and knowing. Then I would think, she isn’t forgetting. She is pushing me away. She has locked me out. She means to do this. It was like standing outside the lighted windows of my wife’s house, wishing that she would come out and take me in.

Paragraph 5

= The author compares his mother’s failure to recognize him with his wife’s refusal to allow him into her house.

Sly  = furba

Question: What do you deduce about the author’s relationship with his wife?

It was as my brother had said: if she failed to recognise you, you ceased to exist. No longer her son, no longer anyone. Acknowledge that I exist. Acknowledge your son.

And she did. Eventually. A delay opened up between vision and recognition. I told my brother  about this and he explained that the processing centres were taking longer and longer to find us. She knew we were there, but she didn't know where. The brain, he said, appears to "have some capacity to re-wire itself, to channel func​tions out of scarred zones into healthy ones. Not all areas of the brain are operative: apparently empty rooms are kept in waiting, ready for emergencies. She hid her mem​ories of me in these rooms in the hope that disease might not find them, my name in one room, the memory of my face in another, the sound of my voice in a small closet at the end of the corridor. But the disease was thorough. It tracked down her memory, room by room, snuffing out each synaptic spark.

Paragraph 6

= The author’s brother’s theory regarding their mother’s memory loss

re-wire =?
scarred = ?
closet = armadio

thorough = rigoroso

tracked down = perseguiva

snuffing out = spegnendo

Question: Explain the brother’s theory

Not only was she ceasing to recognise her sons, she was ceasing to recognise herself. Or to say it another way, she could only recognise her sons if she could first recognise herself as our mother.

Paragraph 7

= The author’s own conclusions about his mother’s memory loss

---------------------

Look, I would tell my class, the mad king at first does not recognise his daughter, because he does not recognise himself. I never saw a performance of the play which managed to express the relation between losing yourself and losing everyone else. I had to act it out for them myself, in the middle of the class: the way the king pats his own body, running his hand over the hospital garments they have put on him. I would be up there in the middle of a class of undergraduates, patting my old tweed jacket, running my hands across my own arms, and I would see them looking at me, as my children did after the break-up of my marriage, asking themselves: who is this? Why is he like this?

Paragraph 8

= The author’s attempt to explain King Lear’s memory loss to his students

act out  = ricostruire

pats = dare dei colpetti

Questions: What is the author’s state of mind as he acts out the scene?

           What is the students’ attitude towards their teacher?
Exam style short answer question practice

By this stage, I was all in pieces inside her; name, face, texture of skin, shape of my eyes, all tumbling over and over  in the darkness of her mind. Upon occasion, she could catch a piece  of the broken mirror and hold it long enough to know who I was. Then that shard would slip loose and sink back into the shadows and she wouldn’t give a flicker of recognition.

Sometimes she looked sly and knowing. Then I would think, she isn’t forgetting. She is pushing me away. She has locked me out. She means to do this. It was like standing outside the lighted windows of my wife’s house, wishing that she would come out and take me in.

It was as my brother had said: if she failed to recognise you, you ceased to exist. No longer her son, no longer anyone. Acknowledge that I exist. Acknowledge your son.

And she did. Eventually. A delay opened up between vision and recognition. I told my brother  about this and he explained that the processing centres were taking longer and longer to find us. She knew we were there, but she didn't know where. The brain, he said, appears to "have some capacity to re-wire itself, to channel func​tions out of scarred zones into healthy ones. Not all areas of the brain are operative: apparently empty rooms are kept in waiting, ready for emergencies. She hid her mem​ories of me in these rooms in the hope that disease might not find them, my name in one room, the memory of my face in another, the sound of my voice in a small closet  at the end of the corridor. But the disease was thorough it tracked down her memory, room by room, snuffing out  each synaptic spark.

Not only was she ceasing to recognise her sons, she was ceasing to recognise herself. Or to say it another way, she could only recognise her sons if she could first recognise herself as our mother.

Look, I would tell my class, the mad king at first does not recognise his daughter, because he does not recognise himself. I never saw a performance of the play which managed to express the relation between losing yourself and losing everyone else. I had to act it out for them myself, in the middle of the class: the way the king pats his own body, running his hand over the hospital garments they have put on him. I would be up there in the middle of a class of undergraduates, patting my old tweed jacket, running my hands across my own arms, and I would see them looking at me, as my children did after the break-up of my marriage, asking themselves: who is this? Why is he like this? 

Short answer questions:  Answer in ITALIAN in the box provided (2pts per question)

	1.Explain the metaphor of the shard of glass


	

	2. Summarize the author’s relationship with his mother.  


	

	3. What does the narrator’s brother mean by ‘the brain has a capacity to re-wire itself’?
	

	4.  What is the importance of the character of King Lear to the author?
	

	5.What do his students think of him (justify)?


	


Wk 8 / lesson 2

Shattering the Myths of Old Age

“For age is opportunity no less
Than youth itself, though in another dress,
And as the evening twilight fades away,
The sky is filled with stars invisible by day.”
—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, “Morituri Salutamus,” 187

What is more important in determining how well we age -- genetics or lifestyle choices?

In their book Successful Aging, authors John W. Rowe, M.D., and Robert L. Kahn, Ph.D., share the results of a 10-year study by the MacArthur Foundation to find out how people can preserve and enhance their mental and physical health in later life. The research shows that the influence of genetics shrinks proportionately as we get older, while social and physical habits become more important to physical and mental health.
Here are the six greatest myths about aging:

1. MYTH: To be old is to be sick.
FACT: Older Americans are generally healthy.

Even in advanced old age, an overwhelming majority have little functional disability, and the proportion of older Americans who are disabled is going down not up. Only about 5 percent of older people live in nursing homes; the remainder live in the community at large.

Throughout the 20th century there has been a shift in the patterns of sickness in the aging population. In the past, acute, infectious illness dominated. Today, chronic illnesses are far more prevalent. But when you compare 65- to 75-year-old individuals in 1960 with those similarly aged in 1990, there is a dramatic reduction in three important precursors to chronic disease: high blood pressure, high cholesterol levels, and smoking. Also, between 1982 and 1989, there were significant reductions in the prevalence of arthritis, arteriosclerosis, dementia, hypertension, stroke and emphysema, as well as a dramatic decrease in the average number of diseases an older person has at the same time.

2. MYTH: You can't teach an old dog new tricks.
FACT: Research shows that older people can, and do, learn new things - and they learn them well.

The limits of learning and the pace of learning changes, but research on mental function in old age is encouraging, and fears of age-related loss are often exaggerated. Three key factors predict strong mental function in old age - regular physical activity, a strong social support system, and a belief in one's ability to handle what life has to offer.

3. MYTH: The horse is out of the barn.
FACT: It's never too late to benefit from healthy living. 

Many older people believe that there is no point in changing bad habits. They think, for example, that decades of overindulgence in alcohol or fat-laden food, or lack of exercise, has already taken its toll on their body and that the subsequent damage is irreversible. Certainly, it's better to start healthy habits early, but the truth is, it's almost never too late to benefit from healthy living. Not only can we recover much lost function and decrease risk, but in some cases we can actually increase function beyond our prior level.

4. MYTH: The secret to successful aging is to choose your parents wisely.
FACT: Heredity is not as powerful a player as many assume.

For all but the most strongly determined genetic diseases, such as Huntington's disease, environment and lifestyle have a significant impact on the likelihood of actually developing the disorder. This is good news for people with strong family histories of some cancers, heart disease, hypertension, rheumatoid arthritis and many other conditions. We now know that diet, exercise and even medications can delay, or completely eliminate, the emergence of the disease.

5. MYTH: The lights may be on, but the voltage is low.
FACT: Chronological age itself is not the critical factor in sexual activity or physical intimacy.

While sexual activity does tend to decline with age, there are tremendous individual differences in this intimate aspect of life. In part, these differences are determined by cultural norms, health or illness, and the availability of sexual or romantic partners. As in so many other aspects of aging, chronological age itself is not the critical factor in sexual activity or physical intimacy. The basic human need for affectionate physical contact, which is apparent even in newborn infants, persists throughout life. The voltage is never too low for that - in fact, it may help keep the lights on.

6. MYTH: The elderly don't pull their own weight.
FACT: One third of older people work for pay, one third work as volunteers in churches, hospitals and other organizations, and many others provide much-needed assistance to family members, friends and neighbors.

The widespread belief that older people are relatively unproductive in society is wrong and unfair. Our national statistics on productivity, because they focus on paid work, ignore a great deal of productive activity in older people. Millions of older people are ready, willing and able to increase their productivity, both paid and voluntary. In fact, one third of older people work for pay, one third work as volunteers in churches, hospitals and other organizations, and many others provide much-needed assistance to family members, friends and neighbors. It would take three million paid caregivers, working full time, to provide that assistance to sick and disabled people!

